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intelligent reader asked)—why not before, except, and about?
Bread is the staff of life, and words like these, which are common
and are not vulgar, which are good enough for the highest and not
too good for the lowest, are the staple of literature. The first
thing a writer must learn is, that he is not to reject them unless
he can show good cause. Before and except, it must be clearly
understood, have such a prescriptive right that to use other
words instead is not merely not to choose these, it is to reject
them. It may be done in poetry, and in the sort of prose that is
half poetry: to do it elsewhere is to insult before, to injure ere
(which is a delicate flower that will lose its quality if much
handled), and to make one's sentence both pretentious and frigid.
It is now perhaps clear that the Saxon oracle is not infallible;
it will sometimes be dumb, and sometimes lie. Nevertheless, it
is not without its uses as a test. The words to be chosen are
those that the probable reader is sure to understand without
waste of time and thought; a good proportion of them will in
fact be Saxon, but mainly because it happens that most abstract
words—which are by our second rule to be avoided—are
Romance. The truth is that all five rules would be often found
to give the same answer about the same word or set of words.
Scores of illustrations might be produced; let one suffice: In the
contemplated eventuality (a phrase no worse than what any one
can pick for himself out of his paper's leading article for tKe
day) is at once the far-fetched, the abstract, the periphrastic, the
long, and the Romance, for if so. It does not very greatly matter
by which of the five roads the natural is reached instead of the
monstrosity, so long as it is reached. The five are indicated
because (i) they differ in directness, and (2) in any given case
only one of them may be possible.
We will now proceed to a few examples of how not to write,
roughly classified under the five headings, though, after what
has been said, it will cause no surprise that most of them might
be placed differently. Some sort of correction is suggested for
each, but the reader will indulgently remember that to correct a
bad sentence satisfactorily is not always possible; it should never

